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Abstract: 
 Sexual and gender minority (SGM) individuals who attend collective sex venues (CSV) 
have been found to be at higher odds for engaging in behaviors that may pose risk of HIV 
transmission. Public health research and sexual health promotion strategies at CSVs might 
benefit from a deeper analysis of the relationship between pleasure and the socio-sexual 
configuration of spaces for collective sex. This study investigated how pleasure is experienced 
by CSV attendees, and how the production of pleasure shapes sexual risk behaviors through in-
depth qualitative interviews with 30 SGM individuals who attended CSVs in New York City. 
Interviews with participants found that pleasure is a central motivator for CSV attendance. 
Beyond the physical feeling of pleasure from sex, participants also described feeling pleasure 
from spatial characteristics of CSVs, perceptions of CSVs as safe spaces, substance use, or the 
overall direct access that CSVs provide to a higher quantity of sexual partners. Sexual health 
promotion programs that are tailored for CSV-specific contexts could benefit from creating a 
value for pleasure, and lead to the development of appealing, acceptable and feasible 
interventions for CSV attendees.  
 
Introduction: 
Early in the HIV/AIDS epidemic, New York State (NYS) public health policy prohibited 
commercial sex venues to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS on the grounds that “such facilities 
shall constitute a threat to the public health” (New York State, 2000). Collective sex venues 
(CSV) are spaces where people go to have sex in groups (e.g., bathhouses, backrooms, or sex 
clubs). In New York City, CSVs mostly operate in clandestine environments, circumventing the 
NYS policies that prohibit them. Sex party organizers can be reluctant to cooperate with public 
health workers—further complicated by the legal context. However, many sex party organizers 
have been gay men that believe collective sex environments can play a role in promoting sexual 
health while offering a safe space for attendees from the community (Colter, Hoffman, 
Pendleton, & Redick, 1996). CSVs that remain open despite the legal contexts show the resilient 
nature of collective sexual life. This suggests that there may be more complex, unexplored social 
processes that drive sexual and gender minority (SGM) individuals to attend CSVs.  
CSVs are spaces that embody social relationships (Gagnon & Simon, 1973; Green, 2008; 
Levine, Murray, & Murray, 1998). Further, CSVs are spaces that elicit behaviors based on 
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various spatial features (Lefebvre, 1991). These features includes the physical aspects of 
collective sex (e.g., group sex, swings, lighting and venue setup) and non-physical aspects (e.g., 
the sound of moaning). Research suggests that collective sex environments may elicit risky 
behaviors that align with collective norms (e.g., lack of condom access, most people in sight are 
having sex without condoms, etc.) that typically contrast an individual norms (e.g., one’s usual 
decision to wear condom in practice of safe sex, or other personal standards of behavior) 
(McKechnie, Bavinton, & Zablotska, 2013; Melendez-Torres & Bonell, 2017; Meunier, 2018). 
Therefore, it is important to understand how pleasure is a learned behavior in collective sex 
environments (e.g., collective norms eliciting “risky” behaviors) and how this learning process 
can be integrated into a sexual health promotion framework. 
Research shows that sexual minority men (SMM) who attend CSVs often have an 
increased number of sexual partners, engage in condomless anal sex, and engage in substance 
use behaviors (Grov, Parsons, & Bimbi, 2007; Knox et al., 2020; Meunier & Siegel, 2019; 
Mimiaga et al., 2010). Engaging in such behaviors may increase one’s risk for HIV and other 
sexually transmitted infections (STIs). Sexual health intervention research at CSVs have focused 
on developing various types of interventions such as color-coded wristbands based on HIV-
serostatus (Grov, Cruz, & Parsons, 2014), group-level HIV risk reduction interventions 
(Mimiaga, Hughto, & Reisner, 2019), point of care HIV testing (Mullens et al., 2020), and peer-
led HIV testing at venues (Strömdahl, Hoijer, & Eriksen, 2019). Findings from these studies 
show that there is opportunity for innovative strategies to promote sexual health for CSV 
attendees.  
Understanding the culture and norms of CSVs is critical in order to appropriately inform 
the development of acceptable and sustainable interventions (Meunier, 2018). Additionally, there 
is little focus on the psychological and emotional rewards of collective sex, along with their risks 
(Meunier, Escoffier, & Siegel, 2019). Yet, little research explores traditional public health 
intervention efforts with bolder, sex-positive efforts that value normative citizenship, sexual 
rights and sexual pleasure. Sexual pleasure, or sex more generally, is a central motivator toward 
sexual behavior and sex party attendance (Fulcher, Shumka, Roth, & Lachowsky, 2019; Meston 
& Buss, 2007; Mimiaga et al., 2010; Rich et al., 2016). Further, achieving pleasure can be a goal 
that CSV attendees have during their attendance. This suggests that the process of achieving 
pleasure might be useful to understand as it may contribute to high-risk sexual behaviors at 
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CSVs. As such, a deeper analysis using pleasure may be significant in further understanding 
socio-sexual behaviors at CSVs.  
Sociologists have contextualized group sex behavior through observing interactional 
norms of sexuality among gay men (Delph, 1978; Levine et al., 1998; Weinberg & Williams, 
1975), theorized meso-level structures of collective sexual life and sexual stratification 
(Ellingson, Laumann, Paik, & Mahay, 2004; Martin & George, 2006), and captured the broader 
parameters of the social organization of collective sexual life (Green, 2008). For example, the 
sexual fields approach (Green, 2015) represents the configurations of social spaces constructed 
by the products of three key factors—ecological, social learning, and social psychological 
processes (Green, 2015; Martin & George, 2006). These key factors fundamentally influence the 
socio-sexual configuration of CSVs such that they help understand the relationship between how 
the collective norms exhibited by CSVs influences the altering of preexisting individual norms 
held by CSV attendees.  
Much of historical and contemporary debates surrounding pleasure have focused on drug 
use and drug policy (Duff, 2008). Studies show that substance use can be driven by experiences 
of sexual pleasure, control, sociality, and other determinants that may drive sexual-risk behavior 
(Melendez-Torres & Bonell, 2017; Melendez-Torres, Hickson, Reid, Weatherburn, & Bonell, 
2016; Meunier, 2018; Parker et al., 2017; Rich et al., 2016). Pleasure has been documented as a 
reported outcome of combining drugs with sex to intensify sensations (Bourne, Reid, Hickson, 
Torres-Rueda, & Weatherburn, 2015; Melendez-Torres et al., 2016; Slavin, 2004). According to 
Duff (2008), pleasure should not be seen as a distinct outcome of distinct actions. In other words,  
pleasure is not just a physical feeling during sex, but also a socially entrenched experience. 
Foucault’s analysis of how pleasure is shaped by discourse is interrelated to how sexual 
and social interactions are shaped within CSVs (Foucault, 1990a; Gagnon & Simon, 1973). For 
example, research shows littoral spaces of performance through using drugs are perceived to be a 
form of “solidarity and disruption of external social structures” (Melendez-Torres & Bonell, 
2017). Performance and pleasure are well documented in relation to substance use (Duff, 2008; 
Race, 2008, 2015, 2017). Yet, little research aims to understand performance in context with 
pleasure in spaces for sexual sociality and its implications on sexual risk behavior. It is 
imperative to embrace and integrate pleasure into sexual health promotion programs and 
research, especially as a learned behavior at CSVs. 
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Public health discourses portray sexuality in a way that avoids the political and historical 
nuances that shape it (e.g., laws and policies, social norms, etc.) (Boone & Bowleg, 2020). 
Similarly, Foucault’s (1990b) remarks about the embodiment of pleasure among the social and 
sexual practices happening in urban sexual communities was complemented by his 
conceptualization of ‘problematizations’ of sexuality shaped by different practices such as public 
and medical discourses (Race, 2008). Such practices are representative of legal contexts that 
sexual health promotion programs at CSVs must circumvent. Race (2015) discusses the issue of 
how HIV prevention methods are often aligned with moral compliance rather than choosing to 
tailor HIV prevention methods to specific cultures, such as CSVs. In other words, the social 
construction of what is deemed “morally compliant” helps explain why CSVs are less focused on 
by public health programmatic work and research. Thus, public health work is; a) missing the 
inclusion of pleasure in sexual health promotion research; and b) sexual health lacking 
promotion in non-traditional sites that aligns with the norms and behaviors of such environments. 
Proscriptive models of sexuality might rely on the assumption that pleasure is 
experienced individually, or differently from person-to-person (Ford et al., 2019). Research on 
conventional sexual life, or more specifically collective sexual life, challenges the idea of 
pleasure being experienced idiosyncratically. These proscriptive models of sexuality are what 
construct (and define) CSVs as non-morally compliant. Similarly, Jones (2018) utilized a queer 
intersectional framework to show how discursive powers shape the way individuals express their 
sexuality and experience sexual pleasure. As a result, how CSV attendees experience pleasure 
can be seen as site of normative regulation and power struggle. 
To explore how SGM individuals experience pleasure at CSVs in NYC, the purpose of 
this study is to provide an analysis of the central motivators and drivers for SGM individuals to 
attend CSVs in NYC. This research sought to identify the role that pleasure plays in behaviors at 
CSVs, and how the various features of CSVs play a role in how constructing how attendees 
experience pleasure. Further, these findings will be used to illustrate how pleasure is 
experienced, and produced by CSV attendees, and how pleasure should be embraced by future 




The data reported here were collected as part of a study examining the acceptability and 
feasibility of sexual-health promotion interventions at CSVs in NYC led by Dr. Étienne Meunier. 
The study collected both quantitative data and qualitative data about attendee demographics, 
sexual behaviors, sexual health, substance use, CSV attendance, and attitude towards sexual-
health promotion at sex venues (defined as bathhouses, bars/nightclubs, sex clubs, sex parties, or 
adult video stores/theatres). This paper reports on participant demographics collected from 
survey data, and a qualitative analysis of the interview data. At the beginning of the study, 
recruitment was designed to take place at the entrance areas of CSVs, in collaboration with sex-
party organizers. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, recruitment and study procedures 
were adjusted to be exclusively online. Recruitment and data collection procedures took place 
between May and October 2020. The Columbia University Institutional Review Board approved 
the study protocol.  
Participants were recruited via online and social media platforms including hookup 
applications, and through emails sent by local sex-party promoters. Prospective participants who 
had attended CSVs were invited to complete a 5-minute screener questionnaire. We then invited 
eligible participants to take a 20-minute online survey through a unique, single-use link, to earn a 
$10 Amazon.com gift card. Based on survey responses, attendees were eligible for the interview 
if they (1) were at least 18 years old; (2) identify as a cisgender man, transgender, or nonbinary; 
(3) reported living in the NYC Metropolitan Area on March 1, 2020; (4) reported having sexual 
intercourse with a male partner in the prior year; (5) reported having sexual intercourse at a CSV 
in the prior 12 months; (6) reported not currently using daily HIV pre-exposure prophylaxis 
(PrEP); and (7) reported attending a “large sex party or sex club” in the prior 12 months. At the 
end of the interview, participants were compensated with a $50 Amazon.com gift card. 
 Interviews with CSV attendees were conducted by one of two trained research assistants 
(one of which includes the author) using Zoom (audio only), each lasting approximately between 
60 and 90 minutes. The semi-structured qualitative interview guide was developed using 
previous formative research conducted by Dr. Meunier (including interviews with sex-party 
organizers), literature reviews, and consultation with a community advisory board (CAB). The 
CAB members consisted of public health professionals who have experience working with 
promoting sexual health at CSVs in NYC, and sex-party organizers and attendees. Topics 
discussed during CAB meetings included recruitment and data collection procedures. 
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Interviews were digitally recorded through Zoom and transcribed verbatim by Rev.com. 
Interview data were analyzed using the software Dedoose. In the first step of data analysis, the 
research team constructed a codebook based on domains from the interview guides (“parent 
codes”). The author then began with an iterative open coding technique to apply meaningful 
codes to the data, and further categorized these codes into groups. The code families focused on 
from interviews were “history of CSV attendance,” “CSV behaviors,” “likes/dislikes about 
CSV,” and “substance use,” as well as from open codes such as “pleasure saturation” that 
emerged organically from the data. 
 
Results: 
Sample Characteristics  
Participants (n=30) ranged from 18 to 48 years old with a mean age of 34. Race/ethnicity 
were reported as White, non-Hispanic (n=17), Black, non-Hispanic (n=8), Latino of any race 
(n=3), and Asian, non-Hispanic (n=2). The majority of participants (n=23) identify as cisgender 
men, and the remaining identify as transgender men (n=3), transgender women (n=2), and 
genderqueer/nonbinary (n=2). This sample included participants that reported being HIV-
negative (n=19), and participants that reported living with HIV (n=11). 
 
Drivers and Risks: Interrelationships of Collective Sex and Pleasure 
 During interviews, attendees were asked to talk about different aspects of their experiences 
at CSVs including what they like and dislike about going, what they do in a typical visit to a sex 
party, and other domains such as their sexual behaviors and substance use behaviors. We also 
broadly asked participants about pleasure (e.g., “what about sex parties is most pleasurable to 
you?”). In the context of CSVs, pleasure was derived from sex, socializing, substances, or spatial 
characteristics of the CSV. Many attendees also made reference to how sex at CSVs happens 
everywhere, which was often described as pleasurable.  
 
A. Pleasurable and Appealing Aspects of CSVs. 
Physical Satisfaction.  
 The physical feeling of sexual pleasure was a common theme among the participants in the 
sample, and participants frequently referred to having the goal or motivation to go to CSVs for 
 7 
sexual pleasure. Their description of their motivations often conveyed the centrality of reaching 
orgasm during their visits at CSV. Simply put by one participant who said his motivation to go to 
sex parties was “Just needing to have an orgasm.” (Cisgender man, Asian, 30, HIV-negative) 
  
 Other participants directly referenced the physical aspect of sex as being their central 
motivator for going to sex parties. 
 
“I mean the main purpose of going is to engage in the sexual thing.” (Cisgender man, Black, 41, 
HIV-negative)  
 
  Additionally, one participant compared CSVs to hookup/dating apps, and discussed how 
CSVs are a space where he could attend to ease his search for and acquisition of pleasure. The 
following quote illustrates how CSVs offer a more direct, uninterrupted route to achieving sexual 
pleasure. 
 
Probably the fact that everybody is there to do the same thing. A lot of the time with dating apps 
it's usually an entire “to do” on trying to meet up with somebody, finding a mutual agreeable 
time, trying to find a place to meet up, trying to see who can host or anything like that. 
(Cisgender man, Latino, 29, HIV-negative) 
 
 Upon mentioning sex and pleasure as being their main goal, participants often stated 
whether or not they enjoyed other aspects of the parties, such as socializing or meeting other 
people. A participant explained how sex was the only reason why he goes to parties, and that 
socializing is not a priority.  
 
I get fucked. I mean, I go there to have sex. I know some people go to sex parties and it's kind of 
like a social thing for them. But for me, it's purely just to go and have sex. (Cisgender man, 
Black, 27, HIV-positive)  
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 The physical satisfaction derived from sex was a common theme that emerged during 
interviews with participants. The physical feeling of pleasure included the idea of everyone who 
is at sex parties is there for the same reason—to have sex and to have an orgasm. 
 
The Saturation of Pleasure. 
 During interviews, many participants mentioned their goals or mission of going to CSVs, 
such as to achieve an orgasm. However, one very specific emergent theme that was derived from 
interviews was the idea of saturation. Saturation occurred in two main processes: sexually, or the 
goal to have sex with as many people, as many times, and ejaculate/achieve an orgasm, as many 
times as possible; and pleasure saturation from the environment, or the consumption of listening, 
watching, being around other people having sex (i.e., performance). In other words, they aimed 
to maximize the quantity of quality sexual behaviors. For some, this meant they had certain 
behaviors they wished to engage in whereas others aimed for a specific number of times to have 
sex. 
  Sexual pleasure and sexual saturation were seemingly important to participants. However, 
reaching their goal of sexual behaviors and sexual intercourse often defined what a good or bad 
night was for them, and could sometimes turn them away from going back for a while if they did 
not succeed. The following participant talked about physical pleasure being his top priority, but 
referenced consuming as much of it as he can.  
 
…physical pleasure is definitely my number one priority. I tend to stay pretty late. I tend to just 
kind of need to consume as much physical pleasure as I can get while I'm one of those when I'm 
at a party. And if it's a night where nobody's vibing with me, I definitely am really disappointed, 
and it might turn me off from those parties for a month or two. (Cisgender man, White, 39, HIV-
negative)  
 
 The consumption of pleasure was discussed in relation to the spatial features happening 
around them. Spatial features will be used here to describe the material components of sex 
parties (e.g., the physical and environmental aspects such as lighting, setup, objects) and 
nonmaterial components (e.g., watching other attendees have sex, or listening to the sounds of 
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others having sex at CSVs). Participants also mentioned the increase or enhancement of their 
own sexual pleasure. 
 
I've seen four guys on one dude, five guys on one dude, three guys on two dudes. You see stuff 
like that, but everybody wants to get their nut off, and it's enjoyable. I sometimes get turned on 
from it because the moaning and sounds there, but some people are not into that. (Cisgender 
man, Black, 45, HIV-positive) 
 
 Physical pleasure, or achieving an orgasm, was stated as the “obvious” reason for attending 
CSVs by one participant, but he also derived pleasure from other aspects of the CSV, such as the 
collective effort in combination with spatial sex practices. 
  
Well, other than the obvious orgasm, I think it's the idea of like, everyone's there just for the one 
thing. Everyone's there for a common goal and it's like a group effort kind of thing. And there's 
more to look at. It's not just you or one person which could be, it's like intimate in its own flavor, 
but I think it's more fun to go out and see like, oh, that guy is being rammed hard by someone. 
(Cisgender man, White, 24, HIV-negative)  
 
 Several participants referenced the notion of quantity of pleasure, satisfaction, or 
enjoyment while they are at CSVs. As one participant explained, people who go to sex parties 
are there to “have fun with other people and to get as much sex as possible” (Cisgender man, 
White, 26, HIV-positive). This was related to his experiences with other CSV attendees at 
venues and his perceptions of why other people attend CSVs. Thus, consuming as much 
pleasure, both physical and non-physical, are considerably motivators for CSV attendance and 
sexual behaviors at CSVs. 
 
Spaces for Exploring and Disinhibition. 
 CSVs were often described as spaces that are safe and judgement free by attendees. The 
idea of CSVs being a safe space was referred to as a place to explore, be adventurous, and 
freedom of sexual expression, which also heightened fantasies and contributed to their sexual 
pleasure. Participants talked about this concept during different parts of interviews, but often 
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when they were asked what they liked most about CSVs or what the most pleasurable aspect of 
CSVs is to them. 
 
You don't have to hide your sexual desires. It's also a safe space in that you get to try stuff out to 
see what you're into. You could discover that you like to be choked with a belt or slapped around 
during sex, for example, or you find out you're attracted to certain types of people over others. 
(Cisgender man, White, 26, HIV-positive)  
 
… just being in a space where it's normal and acceptable to be sexual people. And, you know, it's 
easier to sort of express a desire to be sexually active with someone, and know that they might be 
interested in you because you know, a lot of people are there for the same general reason. 
(Transgender woman, White, 36, HIV-negative) 
 
 Similarly, spatial features were found to enhance pleasure. Spatial features were sometimes 
referred to as the “energy” or “vibes” from other aspects such as the event theme, the music 
playing, lighting, or the people there. Contrarily, these features can also be pleasure-reducing or 
pleasure-limiting. For example, participants emphasized diversity in crowds, and the perception 
of competition as being important contributors to enjoyment and comfort at CSVs. 
 
I've been to places where because the environment or the energy of the party or the people 
around is not, you know, I don't feel comfortable, then I don't have any sexual interaction. And 
then I got like, this is not fun … the rules they have in order to let people in or not is crucial. If 
it's not diverse, you don't feel welcome because immediately you feel judged … there’s a sense 
of this energy or a kind of competition. It's like more showing off than enjoying the place or 
enjoying the situation. (Cisgender man, Latino, 36, HIV-positive)  
 
 CSVs were described by participants as safe spaces in the sense that they are controlled 
environments. Pleasure is linked to control, which many CSV attendees have mentioned in terms 
of having the ability to engage, or not to engage, in sexual behaviors as they wish, with whom 
they wish, and when they wish. Similar to “pleasure saturation”, participants had control over 
how many times they have sex.  
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Some people to desire that will go there that desire to be watched…some matter of you being 
turned on, you're turning on others by your action. And you're having a good time in a controlled 
environment where it's a safe, controlled environment. But you know, if you don't want to, you 
can say no. So, I guess in that sense, it's controlled. 'Cause you do have control over what 
happens, but it's all fun and everybody's having a good time. (Cisgender man, Black, 48, HIV-
negative)  
 
 Participants discussed the lowering of inhibitions in different ways. For example, CSVs 
were seen as spaces where participants were comfortable enough to lower any inhibitions, 
increasing performance and comfort. Participants referenced different modes of performance 
while at CSVs. Performance can be someone’s central motivator to go to CSVs—they may enjoy 
having sex in front of others’—and they may derive pleasure from that experience in 
combination with the spatial practices happening around them. 
 
I like to show off for people whether it's having sex in a public space around consenting people, 
but you know, in terms of sex parties, I like that aspect. I just like to perform and suddenly make 
a fool of myself. (Transgender woman, White, 36, HIV-negative)  
 
 Other participants had mentioned substance use as a method of lowering inhibitions. 
 
I enjoy having another drink because it makes me feel like a little more comfortable in some of 
the situations where you know, I might not feel less comfortable. (Cisgender man, White, 26, 
HIV-negative)  
 
…I'd really describe [drug use] as bringing out the best side of you and presenting the best 
version of you imaginable. GHB just kind of unlocks your sexual power, your sexual desires, 
with no limitations there. Again, not unlike alcohol, but albeit certainly at a heightened degree. 
(Cisgender man, White, 26, HIV-positive)  
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 CSVs that were described as safe spaces by participants were mostly regarding sexuality 
and sexual behaviors. Participants talked about how CSVs are spaces that allow attendees the 
freedom to express themselves sexually and explore different modalities that heighten fantasies, 
and perform in certain ways because they are comfortable doing so. 
 
B. Implications on Sexual Decision-Making. 
Spatially Elicited Behaviors.  
 Participants were asked to discuss sexual behaviors in two ways: their own risk practices at 
CSVs (e.g., condomless anal sex, not disclosing HIV statuses, etc.) and how many people they 
have sex with at CSVs; and how they mitigate their risk for HIV and other STIs. Regarding 
sexual risk practices, responses varied based on individual preferences or perceptions of their 
interactions or their surroundings.  
 Pleasure could be experienced in a specific moment, and practicing safer sex strategies 
could be seen to limit or detract from that specific moment. When one participant was asked 
about how they mitigate risk for HIV transmission (e.g., negotiation of condoms or asking about 
HIV status), he stated the following: “I'm not discussing that really. It takes away from the 
moment, and because you're at a sex party, that's what you're all there for. So, it's kind of like 
taking away. I think that probably does have to change and the mindset does have to change, but 
I'm not discussing anything.” (Cisgender man, White, 24, HIV-negative)  
  
 Some participants seemed to consider the norms they perceived at CSV in their own 
decision-making regarding safer sex. For example, when asked what types of safer-sex 
discussions she had with partners at CSV, the following participant said she complied with a 
perceived norm against such discussion. She felt that asking such questions could disrupt the 
mood (and sexual pleasure) for other attendees.  
 
I think it's just, I guess it's like maybe the tone of the space and the tone of the moment. Like 
there's not a lot of talking going on often…I never really hear other people talking about [PrEP 
status, last time getting tested, HIV status]. And so, I don't want to be the person to start talking 
about it and feel like, you know, the dirtiest person at the sex party. But I mean, I don't think it's 
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a dirty thing to ask about, but it feels like there's a lot of pressure to kind of like, not break the 
mood, don't interrupt the mood. (Transgender woman, White, 29, HIV-negative) 
 
 Similarly, participants felt that different forms of pressure not to talk or ask about sexual 
health exist in these environments. Some felt personally uncomfortable, and others felt that it is 
something that is stigmatized as it will result in ruining the pleasure, or mood in the environment. 
 
Hypothetically, you meet somebody, and you didn't know their status. It's not going to be like, 
‘Hey, what's your status?’ I never ever heard that. I mean, possibly, but nobody asks, what's your 
status at a sex party. (Cisgender man, Black, 45, HIV-positive) 
 
 In the context of collective sex, some participants talked about learning how to engage and 
feel comfortable. Inhibitions were central to this experience, and similarly, learning how to 
participate in collective sex environments was central to experiencing the output of pleasure.  
 Sometimes there were spatial features that provoked certain experiences of being in flow. 
As one participant said, “the environment is really important. Usually, it's kind of dark… it's 
exciting in that respect to be able to move from one partner to the next or the ability to sort of 
find someone in a group of people that you can connect with…” (Cisgender man, White, 48, 
HIV-positive) 
 During interviews, participants emphasized CSVs as being sexually charged environments. 
Moreover, this was discussed as a contributor to not thinking as much about their sexual 
encounters or behaviors throughout the night. One participant was referring to using alcohol at 
sex parties affecting his decision-making, but it was just an added layer to being in the “heat of 
the moment” and being “in flow” at CSVs—potentially leading to less impulse control at any 
given moment.  
 
Being a spur of the moment, not really thinking and just going with it, that definitely affects that 
decision-making.” (Cisgender man, White, 24, HIV-negative)  
 
Being in a sexually charged environment may increase the likelihood of the experience of 
feeling pressure to not discuss sexual health. Many participants who mentioned attending CSVs 
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associated it with being in a space where they can lower their inhibitions. Interviews with 
participants show that collective sex environments elicit behaviors, feelings, and actions that are 
different from more “traditional” environments, such as private or one-on-one encounters.  
 
Substance Use to Enhance Pleasure and Disinhibition. 
 Pleasure was often influenced by other factors, such as substance use at CSVs. Some 
participants used substances (e.g., Molly, G, Ecstasy, GHB, Marijuana, poppers, or alcohol) 
before attending the CSV, and some used it while at the CSV. Participant’s substance use at 
venues was often influenced by the venue policy and other regulations. Substance use was also 
described as a way of increasing pleasure in terms of how exciting a certain situation is. For 
example, one participant talked about how substances generally add onto the sexually charged 
environment.  
 
I think usually cause if I go to a party it's because it's late. I've probably been drinking. It feels 
like a much more like sexually charged environment. And I think that combines with the alcohol. 
Sometimes if people are doing poppers, then it just kind of like, it can feel hotter to not bother 
with [safer sex practices]. (Transgender woman, White, 29, HIV-negative)  
 
 Only a subset of participants talked about using substances at CSVs. Substance use was 
described by participants in relation to lowering their inhibitions, and often thought to lead 
participants to engaging in high-risk sexual behaviors. Some participants talked about how 
substances simply made them more comfortable, while others explicitly stated that substances 
drive them to engage in higher-risk sexual behaviors.  
 
I never go to any of these sorts of events unless I'm on drugs or alcohol… And I think that drugs 
and alcohol being available at these venues definitely leads to increased risky behavior, but I do 
enjoy there being alcohol to purchase at these venues because it's like, I, I enjoy having another 
drink because it makes me feel like a little more comfortable in some of these situations where 
you know, I might not feel as comfortable. (Cisgender man, White, 26, HIV-negative)  
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I guess when it comes to me going to these sex parties I also make sure I have a drink or two, 
and maybe smoke a little. I smoke only weed, just to loosen up, because then I think otherwise 
I'd be a little bit more... I'd have my guards up a little bit more when it came down to the STIs. 
(Cisgender man, Black, 27, HIV-positive) 
 
 Participants who discussed their substance use behaviors did not always acknowledge the 
risk behind the lowering of their inhibitions. However, one participant explicitly mentioned the 
implications on sexual decision-making from alcohol use. 
 
I rely on alcohol at parties as a way to feel more relaxed and more comfortable. I also think that, 
you know, there have been times where I have had too much to drink, and that has kind of 
blurred my ability to give consent or ask others for consent. (Transgender man, White, 28, HIV-
negative) 
 
 Substance use was often discussed in the context of heightening sexual pleasures, but also 
the pleasure of being in the collective sex environment. While drug use was referred to in a 
positive spotlight, participants also knew that it likely skewed their sexual behaviors and overall 
decision-making, sometimes referred to as “value judgements.” 
 
Discussion: 
 This study sought to examine how pleasure is experienced by SGM individuals who attend 
CSVs in NYC, adding to extant research on collective sexual life. Perceptions and experiences of 
pleasure at CSVs varied among participants, but there were evident interrelationships as well. 
For example, participants may have derived pleasure from the sounds or sight of other people 
having sex, and other participants only achieve pleasure from physical sexual intercourse. 
However, it was common that participants discussed the need or desire to consume as much 
pleasure as possible (i.e., “pleasure saturation”) during their time at the CSV. 
 Group sex behavior has been documented as critical to understanding interactional norms 
and the social and sexual culture of collective sexual life (Meunier, 2018). In the context of 
group sex behavior, interactional norms and socio-sexual behaviors among CSV attendees could 
be seen through the lens of the production of space (Lefebvre, 1991), and how spaces may 
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produce normative and non-normative behaviors. Thus, this study contributes to the literature to 
help understanding sexual culture of CSVs in NYC. 
 The physical feeling of sexual pleasure was found to be very common motivator for CSV 
attendance among participants in this study. Among the participants who discussed physical 
pleasure as their top priority in attending CSVs, their descriptions of how they achieved and 
experienced it were similar. That is, in order to achieve sexual pleasure, participants aimed to 
feel physical pleasure by having sexual intercourse and by achieving an orgasm. The goal of 
achieving sexual pleasure could be seen as a piece to a formula that solves for why CSV 
attendees engage in risky sexual behaviors. Indeed, many participants talked about the perceived 
benefits that CSVs offer, such as the direct route to sexual pleasure including (e.g., everyone 
being there with the common goal of having sex). 
 Participants conveyed that pleasure saturation includes physical sexual pleasure. That is, 
participants who discussed having as much sex as possible also wanted to attain as much sexual 
pleasure as possible. The idea of “pleasure saturation” is unique to CSV behavior and can help 
understand sexual decision-making at CSVs. Attendees that go to CSVs with the idea of 
maximizing the number of orgasms, sexual partners, etc., are prone to increased sexual partners, 
leading to higher risk of HIV and STI transmission. Pleasure saturation at CSVs differentiates 
sexual pleasure from everyday life. CSVs are spaces that SGM individuals seek in order to 
escape social pressures, and participants in this study explained how CSV attendance often 
occurs episodically. ‘Littoral spaces’ are spaces in which individuals might engage in non-
traditional social and sexual scripts (Melendez-Torres & Bonell, 2017), and this might be a 
beneficial framework to use for understanding pleasure saturation at CSVs. 
 Participants in this study illustrated the multi-faceted nature of CSVs, and the diversity of 
thought and behaviors among other CSV attendees. The findings in this study show that pleasure 
is a key factor in CSV attendance. Pleasure was found to be experienced in diverse ways, and 
influenced by diverse processes. While at CSVs, participants mentioned various factors that 
shape how they experience pleasure at CSVs. For instance, some participants learned how to feel 
comfortable enough to experience pleasure. For some, this process involved watching at first and 
getting comfortable to the point where conceiving pleasure is possible, for others, it involved 
consuming alcohol in order to feel comfortable. Substance use was sometimes used to enhance 
pleasure while at CSVs (i.e., disinhibition), but for some participants, disinhibition occurred 
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from being in the environment of the CSV. Similarly, pleasure was experienced by some 
participants because CSVs are controlled environments, and because they have control of what 
they do at CSVs. Finally, pleasure is also performed as discussed by many participants in 
relation to how they enjoy engaging in exhibitionist and voyeuristic behaviors, and also how this 
may influence where, how, and with who they choose to have sex and socialize.  
There were two conceptualizations of disinhibition that were found in this study: 1) CSVs 
as spaces where attendees can go to become disinhibited, however that process occurred (e.g., 
through substance use, comfort, etc.); and 2) descriptions of pleasure and disinhibition from 
substance use. Safety and control were themes emphasized by participants. The feeling of being 
in a safe and controlled environment was linked to pleasure among participants. This feeling was 
often described as the ability for participants to be comfortable enough to let their guard down, 
and to become disinhibited. Safety and control can contribute to the formulation of health 
promotion ideas that promote control over sexual health at CSVs. However, in order to leverage 
safety and control in sexual health promotion at CSVs, pleasure must be embraced in sexual 
health promotion and in research on collective sex. Moreover, understanding the difference 
between substance use behaviors for the feeling of pleasure and for disinhibition can formulate 
more pleasure-inclusive and targeted approaches for public health programmatic work and harm 
reduction at CSVs.  
 Data showed how the collective norms elicited by CSVs led some participants to avoid 
negotiating condom use, engaging in conversations about PrEP use and HIV status, or sexual 
health testing history with other sexual partners. Conversing with others in the “heat of the 
moment” about sexual health was something participants described as potentially decreasing the 
pleasurable aspects of their sexual encounters. Contrarily, the spatial features of CSVs were 
described by some participants as what they find to be the most pleasurable (e.g., consuming 
pleasure from the sounds and site of other people having sex, or having sex in front of other 
people). Pleasure derived from spatial features happens in a very direct process (i.e., it is a 
feeling derived from spatial features and behaviors). However, the notion of pleasure being a 
factor that prevents safer sex conversations at CSVs illustrates that pleasure is a key factor when 
understanding the interactional norms and the social and sexual culture of collective sexual life.  
 In addition to understanding how pleasure is experienced in the context of group sex 
behavior, it can also be used to formulate a more pleasure-centered focus which might help 
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understand how social norms and behaviors are constructed at CSVs. For example, this study’s 
findings show how pleasure fits into the “field effects” from Green’s (2015) Sexual Fields 
Approach such as social learning (e.g., observing how other’s engage at CSVs in order to feel 
comfortable enough to experience pleasure) and social psychological processes (e.g., perceptions 
of pleasure-limiting behaviors such as negotiating condom use).  
These data also emphasize how participants go with the motions of things at CSVs in 
different ways. Utilizing the concept of “flow” (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014), in 
addition to the various drivers for CSV attendance, might help understand the psychological or 
emotional reward of achieving pleasure at CSVs might implicate sexual decision-making. This 
concept explains why certain individuals might engage in certain behaviors for the sheer sake of 
doing it. Understanding how pleasure is grasped by CSV attendees can help formulate more 
health behavior theory-driven intervention, such as Bandura’s (2004) Social Cognitive Theory 
(SCT). As shown in the data from this study, pleasure at CSVs is an expected outcome. In 
combination with other research findings, such as how SGM individual navigate CSVs in 
relation to their own individual norms and self-knowledge about safe sex practices, an 
intervention informed by SCT might benefit by leveraging pleasure as an outcome expectation 
for CSV attendees. For example, SCT can be used for SGM individuals who attend CSVs to help 
enhance knowledge about safe sex practices, increase self-efficacy to practice safe sex, formulate 
self-created goals at the CSV (e.g., limiting number of partners, drinks, etc.), all while focusing 
on pleasure as the expected outcome. 
 Participants in this study had perceptions of CSVs that are consistent with previous 
research findings about collective sexual life such that they offer safe spaces for attendees from 
the community (Colter et al., 1996; Meunier, 2018). Beyond the social and structural factors that 
marginalize certain community members, freedom of sexual expression and exploration was 
commonly expressed by participants. Data from the in-depth interviews show that there is a 
relationship between the collective experiences or “group effort”—a form of community and 
mutual agreement and support—perceived by participants, and how this influenced their 
interactions with other CSV attendees. In this way, CSVs foster a sense of collective support and 
agreement, providing opportunity structures for sexual health promotion.  
Future research regarding sexual health promotion at CSVs should aim to utilize a more 
pleasure-inclusive framework that is beneficial to all attendees’ pleasure. Biomedical prevention 
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methods may be one route to promoting sexual health, but could benefit from being 
communicated in a way that is more relevant to why attendees are there (i.e., for pleasure). 
Treatment as Prevention (TasP) and PrEP are two methods that can be used to facilitate agency 
and sexual expression that enable CSV attendees to pursue their desires in way that pleasurable 
to them. With PrEP use (intermittently, “on demand”, or daily), CSV attendees can gain control 
over their HIV risk during anal sex for enhanced intimacy and pleasure.  
 Findings from this study are limited by the context in which the data was collected. Data 
in this study were collected as part of a study examining the acceptability and feasibility of 
sexual-health promotion interventions at CSVs in NYC. Thus, there was less opportunity to 
explore pleasure in the context of sexual health and decision-making at CSVs. Social desirability 
bias could have affected participant responses, potentially leading some participants to discuss 
their experiences at CSVs in way they perceived to be more appealing to the interviewer. 
Furthermore, the data in this study are based on a convenience sample of participants who self-
enrolled in the study. Online recruitment strategies can be effective to recruit individuals from a 
hard-to-reach population such as SGM individuals, or people who engage in collective sex, but it 
does not allow for generalization to the larger population (Grov, Westmoreland, Rendina, & 
Nash, 2019).  
Studying collective sex should fall nothing short of what we focus on when utilizing a 
social justice framework. Advancing research for sexual health promotion in collective sex 
environments should aim to be emblematic of how gay sex-party organizers view CSVs to be: a 
safe space for people to have sex and doing so in a safe way (Colter et al., 1996). While studying 
collective sex and promoting sexual health may not be completely appropriate to do within the 
physical environment of CSVs (Frank, 2019; Meunier et al., 2019), public health workers should 
pay closer attention to support the needs of existing “intraventions”—methods that sex party 
promoters and participants employ without external help (Friedman et al., 2004). Findings from 
this study illustrate that SGM individuals who attend CSVs in NYC are generally there to 
experience pleasure in some way, shape or form, despite how they achieve that. Sexual health 
programs and interventions may take away from that pleasure. Thus, future research should 
focus on how pleasure can be formulated within CSV-specific sexual health promotion 
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